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Prologue
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Before there were stories, there was the Moon.

She watched the world take shape beneath her glow — mountains rising from the deep, forests unfurling like breath, creatures learning the rhythm of night and dawn. She watched humans stumble into existence, fragile and fierce, carrying both ruin and wonder in their hands.

And from the beginning, she chose.

Not often. Not lightly. Never by accident.

She chose the ones whose spirits did not shatter under sorrow, the ones who carried their wounds with quiet strength, the ones who rose again and again when the world tried to break them. She chose those who could bear her light without being consumed by it.

For her mark was not a blessing. It was a choosing.

Across ages, she laid her silver upon the worthy — those who protected when they had every reason to turn away, those who held truth when lies would have been easier, those who walked through darkness and still kept a spark alive inside them.

But as long as she chose, there was a line that sought to end her choosing.

The Blackthorn line.

Born of envy, sharpened by fear, their hatred passed from parent to child like a poisoned heirloom. They believed the Moon’s power should belong to them alone — that if they destroyed every Chosen, they could sever her will and claim her light for themselves.

For centuries, the Blackthorns hunted the marked. They burned villages. They toppled bloodlines. They chased whispers of moonlight across continents.

And still, the Moon endured.

When danger grew too near, she hid her Chosen deep — tucking them into obscurity, burying them in forgotten towns, cloaking them in ordinary lives until the world shifted and the time was right. She waited with the patience of stone and tide, knowing destiny cannot be rushed, only revealed.

Now, the shadows stir again. The Blackthorn line sharpens its teeth. The old hunger wakes.

And tonight, her light finds one who does not yet know she has been seen. One who does not yet know she has been hidden for her own survival. One who does not yet know she is worthy.

Her past is rising. Her future is calling. And the moment they collide, everything will begin.

The Moon knows.

She always has.
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Epigraph
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“The Blackthorn line hunts the marked— but the worthy are never lost. Only hidden.”
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Chapter 1
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The pack house breathed around him — old timber, warm light, the low murmur of packmates starting their morning. Normally, the familiar sounds settled him.

Not today.

Kade stood at the top of the staircase, shoulders tight, hands braced on the railing as if he needed the wood to keep himself tethered. His wolf was awake — not just awake, but agitated, prowling beneath his skin with a single, relentless pulse.

His wolf pressed again, sharp and insistent.

Mate.

The word wasn’t spoken. It didn’t need to be. It thrummed through him, ancient and certain.

He descended the stairs slowly, deliberately, each step a negotiation with the creature inside him. Pack members dipped their heads as he passed, but he barely registered them. His senses were tuned to one thing only.

Her.

She was somewhere on the main floor — he could feel it, a magnetic pull low in his spine. His wolf pushed harder, urging him forward, urging him closer.

She denies us, the wolf snarled.

Kade’s jaw flexed. “Not now,” he muttered, though the warning was useless. His wolf didn’t care about timing. Or professionalism. Or the fact that she was his secretary and had made it painfully clear she wanted nothing to do with fate.

He turned the corner into the main hall — and there she was.

Standing at the long table, sorting files, sunlight catching in her hair like it had been placed there just to torment him. She didn’t look up. She never looked up first.

His wolf lunged.

Heat slammed through him, wild and reckless, and he forced the storm inside him back into its cage. He stopped halfway across the hall, fingers flexing once at his sides before he commanded them still. His wolf pushed again, harder this time, a low, primal shove that made his breath hitch.

It wasn’t just desire. It wasn’t even attraction. It was something older — carved into bone and blood long before he was born. His wolf recognized her, claimed her, and every second she pretended not to feel the same thing was another second the creature inside him clawed at the walls of his control.

He hated how easily she unraveled him.

He’d led warriors into battle, negotiated treaties with packs twice their size, held his people together through storms and scarcity. He’d survived things that should have broken him.

But one-woman sorting files at a table?

She was undoing him with her silence.

His wolf surged again, a flash of heat down his spine. Go to her.

Kade clenched his jaw. “Not like this.”

That was the part no one saw — the part he refused to let anyone see. The fear that if he stepped too close, if he let instinct take even one inch, he wouldn’t be able to pull back. Not with her. Not when the bond hummed between them like a live wire.

He dragged a hand through his hair, pacing a slow, tight line behind the couch. His wolf hated pacing. Hated distance. Hated denial.

She knows, the wolf growled. She feels it. She lies.

Kade swallowed hard. “She has a right to choose.”

The wolf snarled at that — a sound that echoed in his chest, vibrating against his ribs. Choice meant nothing to instinct. Choice meant nothing to fate. But it meant everything to him.

He wouldn’t be the kind of Alpha who took what wasn’t freely given. Even if every cell in his body screamed that she was his. Even if her scent was driving him insane. Even if her refusal felt like a blade between his ribs.

He forced himself to look at her again — the curve of her shoulder, the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, the soft crease between her brows when she concentrated.

His wolf softened for a heartbeat.

Then she exhaled — just a small, quiet breath — and the scent of her hit him again, warm and bright and maddening.

Kade’s vision blurred at the edges.

He gripped the back of a chair until the wood groaned under his fingers.

He was losing this battle.

And she didn’t even know she was fighting him.

She held the papers out again, closer this time, her brows still drawn in that quiet, searching concern. Kade reached for them, careful, controlled, every muscle tight with restraint.

But she moved at the same moment he did.

Her fingers brushed his.

Just a whisper of contact.

But it was enough.

The world snapped into sharp focus — sound, scent, heartbeat — everything narrowing to the single point where her skin touched his.

His wolf lunged.

A growl tore from his chest before he could stop it — deeper, rougher, unmistakably not human.

She jerked back, eyes wide, the papers nearly slipping from her hands. “Kade—”

He staggered a half step away, breath shuddering, vision flickering at the edges. His wolf was right there, pressing against his skin, pushing forward, demanding to be seen.

Mate. Touch again. Ours.

“Kade,” she whispered, softer now. “What’s happening to you?”

His vision blurred at the edges. Not from pain—he could handle pain—but from the effort of holding the wolf back. His jaw locked so hard it ached. Every instinct in him lunged toward her, clawing for control, demanding he close the distance she refused to give.

“You need to step back,” he ground out.

“Why?”

Because the bond is ripping through me. Because every breath you take pulls him closer to the surface. Because you’re mine and you keep pretending you’re not.

The thoughts slammed through him, violent and unfiltered, but he couldn’t force a single one past his teeth. His wolf was too close—too loud—snarling against the cage of his ribs.

He swallowed hard, fighting for a voice that still sounded human. “Please,” he managed, the word rough and frayed. “Just... step back.”

She didn’t move.

And the wolf surged again, triumphant, sensing her nearness like a hand on a live wire. Kade’s fingers curled, nails biting into his palms as he braced himself against the pull of her scent, the heat of her breath, the truth she kept denying.

And then something changed.

Her eyes flickered — a flash of gold beneath the surface. Her breath hitched. She inhaled once, slow and deep, like she was scenting him.

Kade froze.

Her wolf was waking up.

She gasped, stepping back half a pace, hand flying to her chest. “What—what was that?”

“Your wolf.”

“No. No, that’s not— I don’t—”

Her wolf surged then, cutting her off with a low, involuntary sound in her throat.

She slapped a hand over her mouth, horrified. “Kade... what’s happening to me?”

He felt the echo of her shift hit him like a shock—her wolf reaching for him, answering him, recognizing him. It dragged at him, pulled at him, made his own wolf slam against his ribs in response.

“Your wolf is responding,” he said quietly.

“To what?” she whispered, fear and heat tangled in the question.

“To instinct,” he said. “To what’s true.”

She panicked then—really panicked—turning toward the hallway, toward escape, toward anything that wasn’t him.

But her feet didn’t move.

Her wolf locked her in place, a fierce, instinctive refusal that had nothing to do with logic and everything to do with him. She tried again—willed her body to move—but her wolf held her rooted, trembling with the effort of resisting itself.

“Kade,” she whispered, terrified, “I can’t leave.”

He stepped toward her slowly, carefully, every movement measured so he didn’t spook her or the wolf rising inside her. “You’re not trapped,” he said softly. “Your wolf just won’t let you run from this.”

Her breath hitched, her eyes flicking up to his—fear, confusion, recognition all tangled together, her wolf pushing forward again, closer to the surface.

Before she could speak, the door swung open.

“Kade? Are you—”

The pack warrior froze, eyes widening.

And then it happened.

Her wolf growled.

Low. Warning. Instinctive.

Kade’s wolf answered instantly, a deep, territorial rumble that filled the room.

The warrior stiffened, hands lifting in submission. “I’ll... come back later.”

The door clicked shut.

Silence fell — thick, electric, undeniable.

She swallowed hard. “Kade... why did I growl?”

He met her eyes, his own still glowing faintly.

“Because your wolf finally stopped pretending.”

For now.

Her breathing was still uneven, her wolf pushing at her skin in confused, instinctive bursts. The room felt too small, too warm, too charged. She swallowed again, eyes flicking between his face and the floor like she wasn’t sure where safety lived anymore.

“Kade...” Her voice cracked. She tried again. “K-Kade, are you—”

She stopped, throat working, panic and something else flickering across her expression.

He didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Didn’t dare.

Her fingers tightened around the papers until they crumpled. “Are you... are you saying that I’m—” She broke off, shaking her head like the word itself was too dangerous to touch. “That I’m your... your—”

Her wolf surged again, a faint glow flickering in her eyes.

She flinched at it.

Kade’s chest tightened. “Say it,” he said quietly.

She looked up at him then — really looked — and he saw the fear, the confusion, the instinct she couldn’t hide anymore.

“You’re my Alpha,” she whispered, voice trembling. “You can’t... you can’t mean that I’m your mate.”

The last word came out barely audible, like it hurt to say.

Kade’s wolf pressed hard against his skin, wanting to answer for him, wanting to claim, wanting to end the distance between them. He forced it back with a shuddering breath.

He didn’t step closer. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t even blink.

But his voice was low, rough, and honest in a way he couldn’t stop.

“I didn’t choose this,” he said. “And neither did you.”

Her breath hitched.

“But yes,” he continued, eyes locked on hers, “that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

She shook her head, backing up until the table pressed into her spine. “Kade, you’re my Alpha. You’re my boss. You can’t—this can’t—”

Her wolf pushed forward again, cutting her off with a soft, involuntary sound that made Kade’s pulse slam against his ribs.

She slapped a hand over her mouth, horrified. “No. No, no, no—this isn’t happening.”

Kade’s voice dropped, steady but strained. “Your wolf knows the truth even if you don’t want to.”

Her eyes filled with something sharp and terrified. “Kade... this changes everything.”

“It already has.”

And her wolf surged again — not in fear this time, but in recognition.

She stared at him like he’d just rewritten the laws of her world.

“Luna...” she whispered, the word barely forming on her tongue. “No. No, that’s— that can’t—”

Her breath hitched, sharp and uneven. She pressed a hand to her chest like she could physically hold herself together. “Kade, I’m not— I can’t be—”

Her wolf pushed again, a flicker of gold in her eyes.

She shook her head violently. “Stop. Stop, stop— I’m not Luna material. I’m not— I’m your secretary. I file things. I schedule meetings. I make sure you eat lunch. I don’t— I can’t—”

Her voice broke.

Kade didn’t move. He didn’t dare. His wolf was too close, too keyed into every tremor in her voice, every spike of fear in her scent.

She kept going, words tumbling out faster, unraveling.

“Lunas are strong. They’re confident. They’re born into this. They know how to lead, how to stand beside an Alpha without— without falling apart.” She gestured helplessly at herself. “Look at me. I’m panicking. I can’t even walk out of the room because my wolf won’t let me.”

Her wolf surged again, contradicting her panic with instinctive certainty.

She slapped a hand over her mouth, horrified. “Oh my god. Oh my god, she wants this. She wants you.”

Kade’s breath caught, but he stayed silent.

She wasn’t done.

“Do you know what they’ll say?” she whispered, eyes wide. “The pack? The council? They’ll think I manipulated you. They’ll think I’m trying to climb. They’ll think I’m—”

Her voice cracked again, softer this time.

“They’ll think I’m not enough.”

Her wolf growled at that — a low, protective sound that startled her into silence.

She stared at Kade, trembling. “I can’t be your Luna.”

Her wolf pushed again, harder, like it disagreed with every word.

She pressed her back against the table, as if she could anchor herself to something solid. “Kade... I don’t know how to be what you need.”

And there it was — the truth beneath the panic.

Not rejection. Not disgust. Not even denial.

Just fear.

Fear of failing him. Fear of failing the pack. Fear of stepping into a role she never asked for. Fear of being seen.

Her breath trembled, panic tightening every line of her body. “Kade... you’re my Alpha. You can’t mean that I’m your—your mate. That would make me your—”

“Luna,” he finished, voice low.

She flinched like the word burned.

“No,” she whispered. “No, I can’t— I’m not—”

Her wolf surged again, a soft involuntary sound rising in her throat.

And Kade’s wolf snapped.

A deep, resonant growl rolled out of him — not loud, but powerful enough to vibrate through the floorboards. Her eyes flew to his, startled.

“Kade—”

He stepped forward, slow but deliberate, his control razor thin. “Stop saying you can’t.”

She pressed back against the table. “But I’m not Luna material. I’m not strong enough. I’m not—”

Another growl tore from him, sharper this time, silencing her.

Her wolf answered instinctively, a low rumble in her chest that shocked her into stillness.

Kade’s voice dropped, rough and honest. “You think I don’t know what a Luna is? What she has to be? What she carries?”

She swallowed hard.

“You think I’d let fate tie me to someone who couldn’t stand beside me?”

Her breath hitched.

Then he said it — the truth he’d been holding back.

“I would never allow just anyone to handle my company with me,” he growled softly. “I trusted you with that long before I knew why.”

Her eyes widened.

“I don’t let people into my world,” he continued. “I don’t let people into my decisions. I don’t let people into my life.”

He held her gaze, unflinching.

“But I let you.”

Her lips parted, trembling.

“Only someone who could be my Luna would ever be allowed that close.”

Her wolf surged again — not in fear this time, but in recognition, in agreement, in something that made her breath catch.

“Kade...” she whispered, voice breaking. “This changes everything.”

His jaw tightened, but his voice softened. “It was always going to.”

Her breath trembled, her wolf pushing at her skin in confused, instinctive bursts. Kade’s words hung between them like a live wire, humming with a truth she wasn’t ready for.

She stared at him — wide-eyed, shaken — then something in her expression shifted.

Fear sharpened. Confusion hardened. And her voice, when it came, wasn’t soft anymore.

“Kade,” she whispered, then louder, “Kade, how long have you known?”

He didn’t answer.

That was his mistake.

Her pulse kicked, panic twisting into something hotter. “Don’t look at me like that. Tell me. How long?”

Still nothing.

Her wolf surged, a low, warning rumble vibrating in her chest — not at him, but at the silence. At the withholding. At the truth she could feel pressing against him.

“Kade,” she snapped, voice cracking, “don’t you dare protect me with silence. How long have you known I was your mate?”

His jaw tightened.

She stepped forward — not because she wanted to, but because her wolf shoved her toward him, demanding the truth. “Was it today? Last week? Last month? How long have you been walking around with this—this knowledge while I’ve been—”

She broke off, breath shaking.

“While I’ve been working for you,” she whispered, “completely unaware.”

Kade’s wolf growled at the pain in her voice — a deep, protective sound that made the air thicken.

She flinched but didn’t back down.

“Tell me,” she demanded, eyes bright with fear and something dangerously close to betrayal. “How long have you known I was your mate?”

Kade finally exhaled — slow, rough, like the truth was dragging itself out of him.

And he looked at her with a kind of raw honesty that made her wolf go still.

Her demand hung between them, sharp and trembling.

“Kade,” she said again, voice cracking, “how long have you known?”

He didn’t look away this time. Didn’t hide. Didn’t try to soften it.

A slow breath left him, rough around the edges. “Longer than you think.”

Her pulse jumped. “How long,” she said — too sharp to be casual, too shaken to hide.

His jaw flexed once before he answered. “Months.”

She sucked in a breath like he’d struck her. “Months?”

He nodded once. “The moment your scent changed. The moment my wolf reacted. The moment I realized why I couldn’t walk into a room without knowing exactly where you were.”

Her fingers tightened around the papers until they crumpled. “And you didn’t tell me?”

“You were fighting it,” he said quietly. “I could feel it every time you walked past me. Every time you avoided my eyes. Every time your wolf pushed forward and you shoved her back down.”

She froze.

Her wolf surged at the accusation — not angry, but exposed.

Kade stepped closer, slow, controlled, his voice dropping to something low and honest. “I didn’t want to corner you. I didn’t want to force you. I didn’t want to be the Alpha who used instinct as an excuse to take away your choice.”

Her breath trembled.

“But I felt you fighting it,” he continued, eyes locked on hers. “And I thought... if you were fighting this hard, then I had to fight too.”

Her lips parted, stunned. “You... fought it?”

He huffed out a humorless breath. “Every damn day.”

Her wolf pushed forward again, a soft, involuntary sound rising in her throat — not fear this time, but recognition. Agreement. Relief.

Kade swallowed hard. “I thought if I stayed in control, maybe it would give you space to breathe. To figure out what you wanted.”

Her eyes filled, her voice barely a whisper. “And what if I never figured it out?”

His answer was immediate, instinctive, devastatingly honest.

“Then I would’ve kept fighting it,” he said. “For as long as you needed.”

Her breath caught.

Her wolf went still — not resisting, not panicking, just listening.

“And that,” he added softly, “is how hard I’ve tried.”

For a long, suspended moment, neither of them moved.

Her breath came too fast. Her fingers trembled around the crushed papers. Her wolf pushed at her skin in sharp, confused bursts — not attacking, not claiming, just reacting, wild and uncontained.

Kade felt every bit of it.

Her fear. Her instinct. Her wolf’s pull toward him.

And the moment he felt that last part — the instinctive tug of her wolf reaching for him even as she recoiled — something inside him shifted.

He stepped back.

Not a flinch. Not a retreat. A deliberate, controlled withdrawal.

A choice.

Her breath hitched, sharp and uneven. The papers crumpled further in her fist as her wolf lunged toward him again — instinctive, aching, impossible to contain. And when Kade stepped back, when he gave her space instead of taking advantage of the pull, something inside her snapped.

“You’re an Alpha,” she whispered, the words shaking loose before she could stop them. “You deserve a Luna who doesn’t make you fight the bond just to breathe.”

The moment the words left her mouth, the bond cinched tight — a hot, electric tug low in her chest. His wolf answered, unmistakable, a silent surge that hit her like a second heartbeat.

Her eyes snapped up, startled. She hadn’t expected that. Her wolf hadn’t either — he felt the creature inside her surge forward in protest, a soft, involuntary sound rising in her throat before she slapped a hand over her mouth.

Kade lifted both hands slightly, palms open, showing her, he wasn’t a threat.

“I’m giving you space,” he said quietly.

His wolf hated it. Every muscle in his body hated it. But he held the line anyway.

“You’re overwhelmed,” he continued, voice low and steady. “And your wolf is pushing you in directions you’re not ready for.”

Her breath hitched, relief and confusion tangling in her scent.

He took another slow step back, widening the distance between them. Her wolf growled — soft, instinctive, unhappy — and she flinched at the sound, horrified.

Kade’s expression softened, just barely. “That’s not you failing,” he said. “That’s instinct. And instinct doesn’t care about timing.”

She swallowed hard, eyes shining. “Kade... I don’t know what to do.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I’m stepping back.”

Her wolf surged again — a frustrated, yearning pulse — but Kade held his ground, refusing to close the distance even though every part of him wanted to.

“You’re not ready,” he said. “And I won’t let my wolf push yours before you are.”

Her breath trembled. “You can feel her?”

“Every shift,” he admitted. “Every spike of fear. Every time she pushes you toward me.”

Her eyes widened, her wolf going still at his honesty.

“And that’s why I’m giving you room,” he said softly. “Because if I don’t, your wolf will make choices your mind isn’t ready to accept.”

Her wolf growled again — deeper this time, vibrating through her ribs.

Sylvie froze.

Her breath stuttered, her hand still clamped over her mouth, eyes wide with horror as the sound echoed out of her.

“Kade,” she whispered through her fingers, “I can’t— I can’t make her stop.”

Kade didn’t move toward her. Didn’t soothe. Didn’t touch.

He held his ground, every muscle locked, his wolf pacing just beneath his skin.

“You’re trying to turn away,” he said quietly. “She won’t let you.”

Her wolf surged again, a sharp, involuntary rumble that made her spine arch like she’d been struck by lightning.

Sylvie shook her head violently. “I’m not— I’m not doing this. I’m not choosing this.”

“I know,” Kade said, voice low, steady, unbearably gentle. “She is.”

Her breath hitched, panic and instinct colliding so hard she swayed.

“Kade, I can’t even take one step,” she whispered, voice cracking. “I tried. I tried. And she—she just—”

“Growled,” he finished softly. “Because turning away from your mate feels like danger to her.”

Sylvie’s eyes snapped up, terrified. “But I’m not in danger.”

“No,” he said. “But she thinks she is.”

Her wolf pushed again — a frustrated, yearning pulse that rolled through her body like heat.

She gasped, gripping the edge of the table to stay upright. “Kade, she’s—she’s pulling toward you.”

“I know.”

“And she won’t let me leave.”

“I know.”

“And I don’t know how to stop her.”

Kade’s jaw tightened, but his voice stayed soft. “You don’t.”

Her breath trembled.

“You listen to her,” he said. “You breathe. You let her settle. And you let me give you space until you can think again.”

Her wolf growled at the word space, sharp and unhappy.

Sylvie flinched. “She doesn’t want space.”

Kade’s eyes darkened, his wolf pressing hard against his skin. “Mine doesn’t either.”

The air thickened — hot, electric, charged.

“But we’re giving it anyway,” he said, voice rough with restraint. “Because you’re overwhelmed. And I won’t let instinct make choices your mind isn’t ready for.”

Her wolf went still at that — not calm, not quiet, but listening.

Sylvie swallowed hard. “Kade... what if she never stops pulling?”

His answer was immediate, honest, devastatingly gentle.

“Then I’ll keep stepping back,” he said. “Until you can step forward on your own.”

He saw it — the overwhelm, the fear, the way her wolf pushed her toward him even as she tried to hold herself together.

And for the first time since this started, Kade let the truth show in his eyes.

Not the Alpha. Not the wolf. Just the man.

“Sylvie,” he said quietly, “you don’t have to know how to live with it yet.”

Her breath trembled, her fingers white-knuckled around the ruined papers.

“I don’t even know how to stand here,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to breathe with her doing this. I don’t know how to think when she—” Her voice cracked. “When she keeps pulling toward you.”

“I know,” he murmured.

Her wolf surged again — a soft, aching pulse that rolled through her body like heat. She gasped, pressing a hand to her chest as if she could hold the creature inside her still.

“Kade, she’s... she’s choosing you.”

He swallowed hard. “She’s recognizing me.”

“That’s the same thing,” she whispered.

“No,” he said gently. “Recognition isn’t choice. Choice is yours.”

Her wolf rumbled at that — unhappy, impatient, wanting.

Sylvie flinched. “She doesn’t agree.”

“She doesn’t have to,” he said. “Not right now.”

Her eyes lifted, wide and uncertain. “But she’s so loud.”

“She will be,” he said. “Until she trusts you’re safe.”

“With you,” she whispered.
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